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to continue their world-building and sense-making 
activities by providing them with a new platform to 
engage in fannish activities. Here fans could play out 
the simulated lives of their favourite characters – in 
this digital sandbox, they could toy with the possibil-
ity that Luke Skywalker had turned to the Dark Side, 
or had even engaged in an incestuous relationship 
with Princess Leia. Even crossovers were a possibility, 
allowing one lot to house Marvel Universe characters 
and another to house DC Universe characters – the 
two sets of characters could interact and even build 
relationships and their own life stories.
 In other words, what The Sims offered was a 
form of transmedia storytelling, a process wherein 
the primary text encoded in an official commercial 
product could be dispersed over multiple media, 
both digital and analogue in form (Jenkins 2007).  
The Sims space provided a playground for cult me-
dia fans, a stage for enacting fannish stories which 
could later be shared (via the game’s in-built camera 
and photo album) with other game players who had 
similar interests. In fact, The Sims helped to pioneer 
other transmedia, narrative practices such as gamics 
(comics made from game screenshots) and machinima 
(films made from captured game animations) (Sih-
vonen 2011: 20). These practices instituted new

forms of fannish productivity, which also served to 
strengthen fan communities. As a corollary, it also 
aided in bolstering The Sims fan community itself, as 
it provided a versatile new platform that was engag-
ing not only as a game in its own right, but also as a 
storytelling device.
 
The Sims: Community and Repository
 The original Sims game is now hopelessly 
outdated. Its last expansion pack was released over 
ten years ago, in 2003. One might well question why 
anyone would still want to play it at all. But for some 
fans of the original game, it is still regarded as the 
purest form of the game, uninhibited by the more 
goal-orientated gameplay of the later games.
 Modding sites still exist for The Sims – a 
comprehensive list can be found at the SWARM¹ 
fansite – but a few sites have taken on the gargantuan 
task of preserving The Sims, becoming in effect digital 
libraries or archives. Sites such as CTO Sims², and 
Yahoo Groups such as Saving the Sims³ are continu-
ing to ‘rescue’ game assets from dead sites in a col-
laborative effort between creators and players who 
‘donate’ game mods, which are then uploaded to the 
site or group and shared with other members.  This is 
a largely informal process that depends to a great
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Screenshot of fan-made Sailor Moon skins at The Sims Resource, dated 28 January 2001. Archived by the Wayback 
Machine (The Internet Archive, 2014)
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 degree on crowdsourcing and member participation; 
but it is the passionate drive of the fan themselves 
that ensures that projects such as the CTO Sims 
file archive survives. These Sims sites have become 
part playground, part repository for their members; 
places where they can mingle, relax and collaborate 
on projects as well as use the public service that the 
digital archives provide.
 Scholars such as Gee & Hayes (2010) and 
Sihvonen (2011) have highlighted the ways in which 
more experienced Sims creators pass on their skills 
to novice modders. This informal mentorship en-
ables all players to have a chance at contributing to 
the wider Sims community. For example, if a play-
er wishes to learn how to create a gamic, they may 
contact a person in the community who is adept in 
this narrative form and willing to tutor them. Alter-
natively, skilled creators may actively mentor others 
through positive feedback and interaction with the 
community. Gee & Hayes give the example of Yamx, 
a Sims creator who started out as a novice and later 
rose to a mentor figure within the community:

Yamx reads and encouragingly comments on peo-
ple’s stories (and they avidly seek her feedback)

For players who do not know how to create [gamic] 
stories and upload them, she provides a link to a 
tutorial and offers them guidance, encouragement 
and support.  She is a teacher in the sense not of 
telling people what to do, but in the sense of en-
couraging and resourcing their own creativity and 
productivity (2010: 56-57).

 Gee & Hayes, Sihvonen and other scholars 
such as Rebecca Black (2008) have celebrated the 
ways in which modding for The Sims (and other 
forms of fanwork such as fanfiction) create opportu-
nities for peer-led and teacher-moderated learning, 
rather than more teacher-directed forms. The former 
permits students to learn new skills through inter-
action and negotiation with their classmates, rather 
than being ‘relegated to skill and drill and remedial 
tasks’; in these spaces of digital mentorship, all group 
members are potential resources with different skill 
sets, and there is ‘a wide range of expertise and many 
forms of knowledge that are valued; thus, the roles 
of ‘expert’ and ‘novice’ are highly variable and con-
tingent on activity and context at any given moment’ 
(Black, 2008: 39). This highlights one of the ways in 
which cohesion is achieved within the Sims-playing
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Fan-made X-Men Sims in a custom-made Danger Room. Screenshot from The Sims (Price, 2012).
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 community; and the aforementioned scholars have 
made much of the idea that these informal learning 
structures may aid in the development of what have 
been termed transferable skills – skills that can be 
taken out of the gaming space (or, indeed, the partici-
patory culture around it) and into the wider world of 
work. 
 But this marriage of the social and the func-
tional is effective only for as long as its participants 
stick around, and sometimes the relations between 
fans of The Sims can be fraught with mistrust and 
in-fighting as Sihvonen notes: ‘Various internet spac-
es, also in the context of The Sims, can be regarded as 
repositories of collective cultural memory and im-
portant leisure places as well as areas in which power 
relations are put to the test [emphasis added]’ (2011: 115).
And: ‘The Sims players do not constitute an easily 
definable or concise online community […]The Sims 
modding scene is divided on the basis of its mem-
bers’ individual preferences and practices of play’  
(2011: 116-117).
 These individual preferences and practices 
signal ways in which players may align themselves 
and thus generate divisions in the community.  In the 
past there have been conflicts between creators and 
non-creators; between creators who wish to charge 
money for their mods and those who wish to share

 them for free; even between players and Maxis/EA 
itself. Fans of The Sims are not homogeneous. Some 
fans have complained of fellow community members 
receiving more recognition and power because they 
can create things that others can’t – opportunities for 
participation do not necessarily imply an attendant 
equality (Sihvonen 2011: 109). This informal hierarchy, 
based upon the accumulation of social and cultural 
capital, belies the concept of a flattened, bottom-up 
or heterarichal social structure that theories of 
participatory culture so valorise. At any rate, conflict 
between fans of The Sims and other gaming com-
munities can occasionally be heated and result in 
the splintering of a community, or indeed, in certain 
members leaving a community altogether (Pearce, 
2009).
 This in itself should serve to demonstrate that 
this small group of Sims players is very precariously 
placed, a point that is magnified by the fact that The 
Sims itself is teetering on the edge of obsolescence.  
Thus far, players – through trial and error – have 
worked out methods of getting the game to play on 
the Vista, Windows 7 and now Windows 8 operating 
systems – but how long will they be able to keep the 
game abreast with modern technology? Will there 
come a time when it is simply too old to work on the 
latest computer? When emulation will be the only
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An example of an X-Men gamic using in-game screenshots from The Sims (Price, 2013).
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 way to play the game? (And of course, with emula-
tion there comes the thorny question of whether it 
will allow the use of custom content and mods in 
gameplay at all). More to the point, what will happen 
to the original Sims community when the game itself 
cannot be played?  Will it simply disperse and dissi-
pate into thin air?

The Sims: 14 Years into the Future?
 For the time-being – whilst fans are still inge-
nious enough to find ways to play The Sims despite 
the forward march of a technology which threatens 
to leave it and them behind – the future of The Sims 
is relatively safe. Nevertheless, whatever future the 
game holds, it has left a palpable legacy. That legacy 
is felt in the collaborative communities that continue 
to exist around the game and its descendants. It is 
inevitable that The Sims will not last forever; whilst 
it may not completely disappear, and whilst it may 
be relegated to the footnotes in books about gam-
ing at the turn of the 21st century, there will come a 
time when it will no longer be played, and when the 
frenetic energies of fan production will no longer co-
alesce around it. But what it will be remembered for, 
I think, is for the cult following that it engendered 
well beyond the usual lifespan of a popular computer 
game; and also for the culture of digital production it 
helped to pioneer, one that remains such a staple of 
fan and game modding communities today.

Notes
¹  SWARM Fansite: http://z12.invisionfree.com/
SWARM/index.php?showtopic=4829
²  CTO Sims is a closed site that requires registration:  
http://www.ctosims.com.  
³  As a Yahoo Group, a Yahoo account is required 
to access the downloadable files: https://ca.groups.
yahoo.com/neo/groups/savingthesims/info.  
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